Linguistic strategies in weight-loss advertising : telltale signs of a scam by Matas López, Anelisa & Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. Facultat de Filosofia i Lletres
  
 
 
Linguistic Strategies in Weight-Loss Advertising: 
Telltale Signs of a Scam 
 
 
 
 
TFG Estudis Anglesos 
 
Supervisor: Mercè Mur Effing 
 
 
 
Anelisa Matas López 
June 2015 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
ii 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
―Advertising is legalized lying‖ 
H.G. Wells 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iii 
 
Table of Contents 
Index of Figures…………………………………………………………………..iv 
Abstract……………………………………………………………………………v  
1. Introduction…………………………………………………………………....1 
2. Research Line…………………...……………………………………………..2 
2.1. The Discourse of Advertising…………………………………………2 
2.2. A Legislative Background on the Dietary Supplements Industry...…..3 
2.3.  Deceptive Claims……………………………………………………..4 
2.3.1. The case of Acai Berry and Herbalife………………………...6 
3. Analysis………………………………………………………………………..6 
3.1. Jeffrey Schrank‘s Classification………………………………………7 
3.1.1. The weasel claim………………………………………….…..8 
3.1.2. The ―we‘re different and unique‖ claim…………………....…8 
3.1.3. The ―water is wet‖ claim………………………………….…..8 
3.1.4. The testimonial or ―success story‖……………………………8 
3.1.5. The scientific claim………………………………………...…9 
3.1.6. The ―compliment the consumer‖ claim……………………….9 
3.1.7. The rhetorical question………………………………………..9 
3.2. Claims by Typology…………………………………………………10 
3.2.1. Fast results…………………………………………………...11 
3.2.2. Guaranteed results…………………………………………...11 
3.2.3. Long-term or permanent results……………………………..11 
3.2.4. Consumer testimonials………………………………………11 
3.2.5. Before-and-after photographs……………...………………..11 
3.2.6. No diet or physical exercise…………………………………12 
3.2.7. Clinically proven…………………………………………….12 
3.2.8. Natural and safe……………………………………………...13 
3.3. Big Things Come in Small Packages………………………………..13 
4. Conclusions…………………………………………………………………..14 
5. References……………………………………………………………………15 
Appendix A: Brands List……………………………………….………………..17 
Appendix B: Claims……………………………………………………………...18 
Appendix C: Samples…………………………………………………………….22 
iv 
 
Index of Figures 
Figure 1. Claims rate (number)……………………………………………..……10 
Figure 2. Claims rate (percentage)………………………………………….……10 
Figure 3. Sample before-and-after photographs…………………………………12 
Figure 4. Most persuasive words in weight-loss advertising….…………………13 
 
  
v 
 
Abstract 
Words are the most powerful tool ever developed since they have not only the ability to 
communicate, but also to captivate, motivate and even persuade. The paper in hand examines 
the nature of language and advertising, as it primarily aims to detect persuasive elements and 
deceptive techniques within the most influential and inexorable discourse: the advertising 
discourse. It catalogs the most common linguistic strategies used in advertising campaigns, with 
a special focus on written texts. According to research carried out by the U.S. Federal Trade 
Commission in 2003, weight-loss products are one the fastest-growing segments within the 
dietary supplement industry. The Media certainly play an important role in educating the public, 
but can also exploit great persuasive ability by manipulating messages that emphasize the 
effective results of weigh-lost products without diet and physical activity. The results of the 
research revealed common telltale signs of advertising scams. 
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1. Introduction 
To a greater or lesser extent physical appearance has always played an important 
role in our society; attractive teens are more popular in high school, attractive applicants 
have better chance of getting good jobs, and even attractive people are more likely to 
have successful lives. Hence in such a shallow society it is not surprising that we all 
become somewhat obsessed with our appearance. Also, the issue of obesity in 
developed countries, which is worsen by the high percentage of sedentary lifestyle and 
the consumption of junk food—specially in the United States—results in a growing 
demand for ―miracle‖ slimming products; people seek to achieve the perfect body fast 
and effortlessly, and then it is when dietary supplement companies rub their hands with 
glee.  
In addition, the regulation of dietary supplements advertising and trade is not 
strict enough. This industry is very dynamic, and the number of dietary products has 
increased significantly in recent years, in large part thanks to the guile of both 
manufacturers and advertisers. In fact, we are constantly bombarded by weight-loss ads 
in magazines, TV commercials, infomercials, newspapers or the Internet, where 
digitally manipulated before-and-after pictures or a supermodel without an inch of fat 
support a product that, although being portrayed as a great accomplishment is, in reality, 
just a scam. Actually, ―[…] there are so many similar products and so many competing 
brands that advertisers cannot rely merely on rational arguments to sell their goods‖. 
(Helmer, 2002: 4). It is not a secret that advertisers use manipulation to create false 
claims about products in order to make a profit.  Companies rely on their slogans to 
attract customers and the language used in the marketing media has a huge impact on 
society. ―To be successful in the communication process, advertising needs to be more 
than just informative‖. (Janoschka, 2004: 16), it needs to be influential. In fact, the 
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balance has been tipped from information to persuasion; ―[…] in recent decades, 
advertisements often have been composed with minute attention to detail and extensive 
pre-testing, so even the smallest facet of an ad may reflect a marketing strategy‖. (Pope, 
1983: 5). Advertising‘s ultimate objective is to convince people to buy a product, ―[…] 
But the principles underlying what works in advertising also apply to persuasion in 
other areas of life‖. (Armstrong, 2010: 293). 
Advertising claims for alternative dietary products such as supplements tend to 
over-promise results and they also have no scientific proof—the called ―get-rich-quick‖ 
scams might not help you lose a pound, but will for sure make your wallet thinner. 
Advertising credibility has been defined as the ―extent to which the consumer perceives 
claims made about the brand in the ad to be truthful and believable.‖ (MacKenzie et al., 
1983: 51). Yet, it is surprising how many people are swindled, often unaware of the 
sneaky tricks used by companies in order to sell their products above all else, even if 
their ―super pill‖ or their ―magic powder‖ constitute a potential danger.  
2. Research Line 
2.1. The Discourse of Advertising 
Advertisements constitute such an important part of our society that people have 
at long last considered a new discourse type: the discourse of advertising. Guy Cook
1
 
(2001: 203) remarks that ―advertising is not a remote and specialized discourse, but a 
prominent discourse type in contemporary society‖. Besides, the words in ads should 
not be viewed in isolation, but in interaction; namely, the discourse comprises both text 
and context. In support to this statement, Cook (2001: 3) adds that ―Although the main 
focus of discourse analysis is on language, it is not concerned with language alone. It 
also examines the context of communication‖. Advertising discourse is therefore 
                                                         
1
 Cook, G. (2001). The Discourse of Advertising. London, UK: Routledge. 
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complex and ―always holds out more to be analysed, leaves more to be said‖. (Cook, 
2001: 5). Further, ―In the advertising discourse […] Every visual sign ‗connotes‘ a 
quality, situation, value or inference which is present as an implication or implied 
meaning‖. (Hall, 1973:12).  
2.2. A Legislative Background on the Dietary Supplements Industry 
To what extent is dietary supplement advertising legal? Many organisms take 
part in its regulation process in the United States—leader country in dietary 
supplements consumption. On the one hand, the FDA
2
 (Food and Drug Administration) 
makes a clear distinction between drugs and supplements, which include vitamins, 
minerals, herbs, amino acids and concentrates; in contrast to drugs, supplements do not 
undergo rigorous scientific testing to determine their effectiveness before being 
marketed. On the other hand, in 1994 the DSHEA (Dietary Supplements Health and 
Education Act) changed the FDA‘s role in supplement labeling; now supplements were 
fairly easy to spot since the words ―dietary supplement‖ were required to be included on 
product labels. As the FDA (2007: 2) asserts in their journal, both ―consumers and 
manufacturers have responsibility for checking the safety of dietary supplements and 
determining the truthfulness label claims‖, Also, the FTC3 (Federal Trade Commission) 
has primary responsibility for claims in the advertising, including print, infomercials, 
catalogs, TV, and the Internet. The agency regulates media advertising of dietary 
supplements and openly states that ―advertising of any product must be truthful, not 
misleading, and substantiated‖. (FTC, 2001: 1). Although the commerce of supplements 
is not fully approved, any nutritional product should be reviewed by FDA to check its 
safety before it is marketed. Manufacturers who wish to sell a new product have, thus, 
                                                         
2   FDA. (2007). An FDA Guide to Dietary Supplements. Retrieved from http://www.fda.gov/ 
3
 United States Bureau of Consumer Protection & Federal Trade Commission. (2001). Dietary 
Supplements: An Advertising Guide for Industry. 
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two options: either they can submit to FDA information that supports the safety of the 
product, or they can petition FDA to establish the conditions under which the product 
would be expected to be safe. Nevertheless, according to FDA‘s Center for Food Safety 
and Applied Nutrition, no such petitions have been received to date.  
In the case of Spain, the AEMPS (Agencia Española de Seguridad Alimentaria y 
Nutrición) together with the AECOSAN (Agencia Española de Consumo, Seguridad 
Alimentaria y Nutrición) regulate the commerce of dietary supplements and inform 
consumers of the potential dangers of, what they wryly call, ―dietas milagrosas.‖ 
According to Art. III in Ley 34/1988 General de Publicidad, ―la publicidad engañosa, 
desleal, subliminal y la que infrinje lo dispuesto en la normativa que regula la 
publicidad de determinados productos, bienes y actividades o servicios‖. (BOE 274, 
1988: 3)  is considered illicit advertising, which is regulated by the Penal Code since 
1996. 
2.3. Deceptive Claims    
As reported by FTC (2001: 3), a deceptive ad is ―one that contains a 
misrepresentation or omission that is likely to mislead consumers acting reasonably 
under the circumstances to their detriment‖. In recent times, action has been taken 
against anyone involved in promotions which encompassed false information. ―All 
parties who participate directly or indirectly in the marketing of dietary supplements 
have an obligation to make sure that claims are presented truthfully and to check the 
adequacy of the support behind those claims‖. (FTC, 2001:2). More to the point, FTC 
states that it is essential to identify claims. Under DSHA supplement manufacturers are 
allowed to use three types of claims: (1) nutrient-content claims, which describe the 
level of a particular nutrient; (2) disease claims, which show the diet-to-health link; (3) 
structure-function claims, which refer to the effect on the body‘s structure or function. 
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Although manufacturers might use structure-function claims without FDA‘s 
authorization, the product‘s label must specify the disclaimer: ―This statement has not 
been evaluated by the Food and Drug Administration‖. According to FDA (2007: 8), 
―the majority of supplement manufacturers are responsible and careful. But, as with all 
products on the market, consumers need to be discriminating. FDA and industry have 
important roles to play, but consumers must take responsibility, too‖. Fraudulent 
products might often be given away by their advertising claims. Board member of the 
NCAHF (National Council Against Health Fraud) Stephen Barrett
4
 reveals some 
possible indicators of fraud: (1) the use of terms such as ―magical‖ or ―miracle‖ to refer 
to the product; (2) the use of phony medical jargon such as ―purify‖ and ―energize‖ to 
describe the product‘s effects, ―even though nothing has actually been accomplished‖, 
Barret says (FDA, 2007: 6); (3) claims that a product is supported by clinical studies, 
but with inadequate or irrelevant references; and (4) claims that a product has only 
benefits. According to Barret (2007: 6), ―[a product] potent enough to help people will 
be potent enough to cause side effects‖. Although not being backed by the government 
and often overtly recognized as illicit and a potential risk, the key ingredients for dietary 
supplements‘ success are the social demand, the marketing savvy and a nonrestrictive 
regulatory environment. Altogether explains why weight-loss advertising scams are 
extremely evasive. 
 In addition to the basic principles of advertising substantiation, when analyzing 
dietary supplement ads both the amount and type of evidence are of particular 
relevance. One of the most popular advertising strategies is to find a satisfied customer 
or an expert endorser who can guarantee the product‘s effectiveness. However, 
subjective and not genuine evidence does not uphold claims about the effects of a 
                                                         
4
 Barret, S. M.D., Ph.D. Co-founder of the National Council Against Health Fraud (NCAHF), 
and webmaster of Quackwatch. 
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product. Thus, advertising should not exaggerate the results, and should not suggest 
larger scientific certainty than actually exists.   
2.3.1. The case of Acai Berry and Herbalife. These are two real examples of weight-
loss scams; both companies were charged because of deceptive practices to sell their 
weight-loss products on the Internet. According to FTC‘s director Steve Baker5, the 
companies deceived consumers out of millions of dollars, and there might be even more 
people affected. Three different allegations were avowed: (1) false claims, (2) false 
endorsements, and (3) false free-trial offer. The ABC News carried out a research and 
published two revealing videos: Inside the Acai Berry Online Diet Scam
6
, and Herbalife 
Investigation: American Dream for Sale?
7
, which uncovered both companies and their 
illicit practices. On the one hand, the first documentary presents the figure of the ―online 
marketer‖, who trolls for desperate dieters for a living, and puts into question the 
authenticity of testimonials and endorsements as the image of a random person can be 
used without consent in order to promote a product. On the other hand, the second 
documentary reveals the darkest secrets of a company which recruits independent 
distributors by promising great—but false—successes.  
3. Analysis 
A total of 36 weight-loss supplements ads of different layouts—magazines (15), 
infomercials (11), and the Internet (10)—were randomly collected for this research (see 
Appendix C, and CD-ROM that accompanies this paper). The samples were, in their 
totality, English advertisements for nonprescription weight-loss products from the main 
brands in the international marketplace. Once the selection was done the advertising 
                                                         
5
 Baker, S. Director of the Federal Trade Commission's Midwest Region in Chicago since 1988. 
6
 Inside the Acai Berry Online Diet Scam. Retrieved from 
http://abcnews.go.com/2020/video/inside-acai-berry-online-diet-scam-18136870 
7
 Herbalife Investigation: American Dream for Sale? Retrieved from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EqOMHOgt3JQ  
 7 
 
discourse was examined and claims were analyzed in minute detail in order to identify 
common patterns among the samples. On the one hand, Jeffrey Schrank‘s8 classification 
was considered in order to study the samples and determine the reliability of their 
claims. This first analysis revealed general telltale signs of advertising scams, which 
suggests that advertisers‘ use of certain linguistic techniques has a compelling effect on 
the consumer. On the other hand, claims were also classified by typology in order to 
illustrate the rate of frequency in which they were used by different advertisers.  
3.1. Jeffrey Schrank’s Classification 
―Ads can be studied to detect their psychological hooks, they can be studied to 
gauge values and hidden desires of the common person, they can be studied for their use 
of symbols, color and imagery. But perhaps the simplest and most direct way to study 
ads is through an analysis of the language of the advertising claim‖. (Schrank, 1976: 
184). In his essay, Jeffrey Schrank discusses several strategies advertisers usually resort 
to when designing effective campaigns. Schrank (1976: 184) asserts that ―advertising 
works below the level of conscious awareness and it works even on those who claim 
immunity to its message‖. Companies rely on claims that hype the benefits of dietary 
supplements, but this issue has always been a controversial one, as many consumers 
often wonder whether these assertions are trustworthy. According to Shrank (1976: 184) 
the ―verbal or print part of an ad that makes some claim of superiority for the product 
being advertised‖ is vital; whereas some claims are honest, others are illicit. Hence the 
first step to evaluate the accuracy and reliability of an ad is to identify both explicit and 
implicit claims. It is interesting that, depending on how it is drawn up, a statement 
might convey an implied claim of the product‘s goodness; if the ad is attractive and the 
statements are influential enough, it might even create a need on the consumer. 
                                                         
8
 Schrank, J. (1976). ―The Language of Advertising Claims.‖ Teaching about Doublespeak. 
Urbana. IL: National Council of Teachers of English.   
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Nevertheless, most claims are ―neither bold lies nor helpful consumer information‖, 
(Schrank, 1976: 184) and as such, they rely hugely on the manipulation of language to 
attract customers.  
3.1.1. The weasel claim. ―A weasel word is a modifier that practically negates the claim 
that follows‖. (Schrank, 1976: 185). Thus, claims that might appear genuine at first 
glance but that are actually insubstantial are considered weasels. Many examples of 
these were found in the samples, including words such as ―help‖, ―incredible‖, 
―advanced‖, ―effective‖ or ―amazing‖ (see Appendix B1 for more examples). 
3.1.2. The “we’re different and unique” claim. As there are many parity products, 
―products in which all or most of the brands available are nearly identical‖ (Schrank, 
1976: 184) in order to create the illusion of superiority, two rules are applied. On the 
one hand, ―the word ‗better‘ has been legally interpreted to be a comparative and 
therefore becomes a clear claim of superiority‖, (Schrank, 1976: 185). Hence under this 
rule it would not be proper to employ this adjective to contrast parity products of 
competing brands. In fact, evidence showed that only 5 out of 36 ads explicitly claimed 
their products to be better than others, and often akin expressions were typically found, 
including ―new‖, ―first‖, ―ultimate‖ or ―America‘s #1 weight-loss supplement‖ (see 
Appendix B2 for more examples). 
3.1.3. The “water is wet” claim. By this technique, claims such as ―reduces fat‖, 
―boosts energy‖ or ―burns calories‖ simply state something about the product that is 
commonly true for other products belonging to the same category. Hence the claim 
might not actually attest any fundamental advantage (see Appendix B3 for more 
examples). 
3.1.4. The testimonial or “success story”. Many companies resort to this old classic in 
order to draw the audience‘s interest; an individual or celebrity appears in an ad and 
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promotes the product by worshipping it, often verging on the absurd. This strategy leads 
consumers feel identified with the addresser—who, of course, is being paid by the 
company—and it also serves to reduce skepticism. However, the truth is that 
testimonials hardly ever describe real successes, and statements like ―It really works!‖ 
or ―I feel great now‖ are just hot air (see Appendix B4 for more examples). Indeed, 
―Individual experiences are not a substitute for scientific research‖. (FTC, 2001:10)  
3.1.5. The scientific claim. Within the dietary supplements industry it is very common 
to find ads which claim some sort of clinical proof, often sustained by a hypothetical 
doctor‘s endorsement. Many of the samples included statements such as ―scientifically 
proven‖ or ―recommended by 15,000 doctors‖ (see Appendix B5 for more examples). 
However, both the data and the information provided are always incomplete and 
insubstantial since, as seen previously, the FDA does not test this kind of products. 
3.1.6. The “compliment the consumer” claim. Charming people with adulation is one 
of the most effective techniques used by companies to get the audience on their side. In 
order to get the affection and interest of possible customers, advertisers include 
encouraging expressions such as ―get the body you deserve‖, ―stop blaming yourself‖ or 
―make your ex wish he wasn‘t‖ (see Appendix B6 for more examples).  
3.1.7. The rhetorical question. By posing a direct question advertisers demand a 
certain response from the audience, which is supposed to substantiate the product‘s 
goodness. In addition, it is noteworthy the fact that certain questions such as ―have you 
ever looked at your body and wanted to cry?‖ or ―sick of feeling guilty and over 
weight?‖ intended to encourage people to consume by stressing how miserable their 
lives are (see Appendix B4 for more examples). 
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3.2. Claims by Typology 
The following charts aim to record the most common advertising claims used in 
the 36 weight-loss sample ads. As results show, many of them used at least one, and 
often several of them, which suggests a discernible pattern. 
Figure 1: Claims rate (number) 
 
Figure 2: Claims rate (percentage) 
3
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According to Figures 1-2, the most prevalent claims found in the weight-loss adverts 
were, firstly, fast claims, 16 (44%) and secondly, both consumer testimonials and 
clinically proven claims, 13 (36%). 
3.2.1. Fast results. Companies emphasize the fact that consumers can obtain the 
desired results on a relatively short period of time. Actually, 44% of the ads promised 
quick weight-loss by claiming ―users lost an average of 30.5 lbs in 6 months‖ or ―lose 
26 pds in 26 days‖. Moreover, it is interesting to note the explicitness of certain product 
names—―QuickTrim‖, ―Fastin‖ or ―Medifast‖ (see Appendix B8 for more examples). 
3.2.2. Guaranteed results. It is noteworthy that only 2 out of 36 samples overtly 
assured the product‘s absolute success by claiming ―100% satisfaction guaranteed‖; one 
of them even went beyond and promised to refund the money invested to consumers if 
unsatisfied (see Appendix C12 and C16).    
3.2.3. Long-term or permanent results. According to experts, permanent lifestyle 
changes are required in order to experience weight loss, so assuming a product causes 
some sort of weight loss, it would be certainly gained as soon as the treatment is 
interrupted and caloric consumption restored. In fact, only 1 of the samples claimed 
permanent results: ―No rebound‖ (see Appendix C8). 
3.2.4. Consumer testimonials. According to the research, consumer testimonials were 
found to be certainly rampant in weight-loss advertising as a means of promoting the 
―success‖ of a product (see Appendix B4 and CD-ROM for examples). 
3.2.5. Before-and-after photographs. Often supporting testimonials, before-and-after 
shots are perhaps weight-loss supplements advertiser‘s all-time favorite. In fact, 40% of 
the samples included images of this kind which supported their statements. However, 
many photographs were visibly fake—either they showed two completely different 
persons or revealed digital manipulation (see Appendix C for more examples).                                       
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Figure 3: Sample before-and-after photographs 
3.2.6. No diet or physical exercise. According to scientists, ―the amount of weight loss 
that can be achieved through the use of nonprescription products without reducing 
caloric intake or increasing exercise is likely to be no more than one-fourth to one-third 
of a pound per week‖. (FTC, 2003: 6). Further, ―It is a law of physics and you cannot 
lose weight unless you change your energy balance‖, expert Dr. Hubbard9 says. 
Nevertheless, claims such as ―Eat what you like when you like‖ and ―Get a gym body 
without going to the gym‖ abounded in the samples (see Appendix B9 for more 
examples). 
3.2.7. Clinically proven. Many ads cynically claimed products to be scientifically 
tested, often including statements like ―Doctor recommended‖, and even supported by 
the photograph of a hypothetical health professional. This is not legitimate and therefore 
leads to the issue of disclaimers. It is a significant fact that only 9 out of 36 samples 
included the required FDA disclaimer. Often, disclaimers like ―Results not typical‖ or 
―Individual results will vary‖ were found to be quite deficient in informing consumers 
that they might not achieve similar results as the ones being claimed (see Appendix B5 
for more examples).  
                                                         
9
 Van Hubbard, M.D., Ph.D. Director of the Division of Nutrition Research Coordination and 
Chief of the Nutritional Sciences Branch of the Division of Digestive Diseases and Nutrition, 
National Institute of A-3 Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases, at the National Institutes 
of Health (NIH). 
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Free 
Guaranteed 
3.2.8. Natural and safe. Safety claims for weight-loss supplements is actually a serious 
matter of concern, especially if the product might present a health risk for certain 
people. 19% of the ads in the sample claimed that the products were completely natural 
and organic, ―100% natural and organic‖, whereas only 8% claimed no to have side-
effects, ―Safe and free of side effects‖ (see Appendix B11 for more examples). 
3.3. Big Things Come in Small Packages 
As Churchill
10
 once said, ―Broadly speaking, the short words are the best, and 
the old words best of all‖. Advertisers know this very well. According to the research, 
the most high-impact elements used in the ads to persuade consumers happened to be 
rather simple. Weasels such as ―new‖ or ―guaranteed‖ appear to be especially powerful 
in advertising. On the one hand, we all want ―new‖—new cars, new cell phones or new 
clothes. On the other hand, ―guarantee‖ is considered a safety net. Indeed, it is 
extraordinary how it is possible to craft these common and, apparently, plain words and 
transform them into something big. Advertiser‘s key to success lies, thus, in the 
combination of these ―magical‖ words into phrases in order to ―trigger buying 
behavior‖. (Price, 2012: 144).  
 
            
            
            Best                                                                                       Power 
 
                                           New 
 
 
Figure 4. Most persuasive words in weight-loss advertising 
 
                                                         
10 Sir Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill (1874 –1965), PM of the United Kingdom, also 
an officer in the British Army, a historian, a writer, and an artist. He won the Nobel Prize in 
Literature, and was the first person to be made an honorary citizen of the United States. 
Discover 
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Fast 
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4. Conclusions 
Throughout this paper the dynamism of the advertising discourse has been 
examined. The research revealed subliminal messages that lie beyond slogans, which 
suggests: (1) how exceptionally powerful a single word can be, and (2) how shrewdly 
advertisers manipulate consumers‘ perceptions and feelings. Certainly, ads are crafted to 
raise an effect while being laughed at, thrilled, and even hated—all but ignored. Hence a 
well-designed campaign is a two-edged sword able to cause dramatic effects. The case 
of deceptive advertising practices directly affecting the health sector is especially 
unsettling, but what is more alarming is the fact that regardless of law reinforcement 
and consumer education endeavor, illicit weight-loss advertising is inexorably 
widespread. The use of misleading claims is unbridled, making the line between truth 
and dishonesty extremely thin. In fact, nearly the totality of the 36 samples made at least 
one claim that was almost certainly defective. Further action must be carried out to 
eradicate this matter. The Media, on the one hand, must adopt responsible standards and 
avoid the spread of misleading information. On the other hand, we need to acknowledge 
our rights as consumers, become more skeptical towards advertising claims and, 
ultimately, be able to discriminate scams.  
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Appendix A 
Brand list 
 
Acai Berry 
Dietrine 
Fastin 
Herbalife 
HCG 
Hydroxycut 
Lichi 
Li Da 
Medifast 
Proactol 
Quicktrim 
Sensa 
Strive 
Voyager-V3 
Xenadrine 
Zantrex-3 
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Appendix B 
Claims  
 
Appendix B1 – Common weasel words and expressions 
 helps  
 new 
 promotes  
 great 
 incredible  
 works  
 speeds  
 get 
 energetic 
  reach 
  success 
 amazing 
 super 
 powerful 
 guaranteed 
 easy 
 free 
 more 
 effective 
 weapon 
 advanced  
 right 
 satisfying  
 promise  
 wonder 
 extremely potent 
 victory  
 vibrant  
 life-changing  
 electrifying  
 feel 
Appendix B2 – Common claims that stress uniqueness and goodness 
 new 
 brand New 
 first  
 most advanced 
 finally  
 the weight-loss breakthrough  
 ultimate  
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 America’s #1 weight-loss 
supplement  
 still America’s #1  
 a whole new approach to dieting 
 way beyond anything on the 
market today 
 the world’s most advanced  
 more weight loss  
 say hello to an amazing 
innovation 
 the future of weight loss is here! 
 join the weight-loss revolution 
Appendix B3 – Common ―water is wet‖ claims 
 blocks carbohydrates 
 weight management 
 suppresses your appetite  
 helps stop fat production 
 increases metabolism  
 reduces fat  
 boosts energy 
 controls cravings 
 digestive cleansing 
 burns calories 
 slims your stomach
Appendix B4 – Common testimonial claims 
 I feel like a different person!  
 I feel beautiful 
 I lost 40 lbs  
 it REALLY works! 
 changes are 100% real  
 it was extremely easy 
 I  feel great now  
 I’m more confident  
 I feel more energetic, confident 
and really see the results! 
 every part of my life has been 
changed more positively   
 I lost so much weight 
 before, shopping was a 
nightmare 
 now I can wear skirts 
 people don’t even recognize me 
anymore   
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Appendix B5 – Common scientific claims 
 clinically proven  
 scientifically proven 
 scientific discovery  
 recommended by Dr. Oz.  
 doctor recommended 
 Dr. approved and supervised 
weight loss  
 medically monitored 
 recommended by 15,000 doctors 
 people studied it 
Appendix B6 – Common compliment and encouraging claims 
 you have the power to reinvent 
yourself 
 get the body you deserve  
 get back on the beach 
 reach your weight loss goals 
 get the body you’ve always 
wanted 
 feel and look better every day 
 make your New Year’s 
resolutions come true 
 make your ex wish he wasn’t   
 stop blaming yourself 
 be free  
 your happy victory 
  it’s time to look great  
 look and feel like a celebrity 
 
 
 
Appendix B7 – Common rhetorical questions 
 do you have the body you’ve 
always dreamt of? 
 have you ever looked at your 
body and wanted to cry?  
 sick of feeling guilty and over 
weight?  
 sick of fad diets and starving 
yourself to lose weight? 
 getting married?/ class reunion? 
 do you feel sexy? 
 how hot can you be? 
 need to lose 30 pounds?
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Appendix B8 – Claims that promise rapid results 
 fast 
 lose 26 pds in 26 days 
 rapid fat loss catalyst 
 in 6 months 
 I lost 30 lbs fast 
 can revitalize your body and 
help you achieve results FAST 
 
Appendix B9 – Claims that promise success without dieting or exercising 
 without dieting or spending all 
the time working out 
 continue to eat your favorite 
foods 
 makes diet obsolete  
 to help you lose weight without 
changing your diet or exercise 
routine 
 eat what you like when you like 
 no more dieter grumpiness 
 no counting calories  
 flush POUNDS and POUNDS 
without heavy dieting 
 get a gym body without going to 
the gym 
Appendix B10 – Disclaimers 
 these statements have not been 
evaluated by the FDA  
 results not typical 
 results atypical 
 individual results will vary 
 results are dependent on the 
individual 
 with sensible diet and exercise 
 consult your physician before 
starting a weight-loss program 
Appendix B11 – Natural and safe claims 
 the all natural cleanse 
 slimming by natural plants 
 all natural 
 no pills 
 100% natural and organic 
 risk free
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Appendix C 
Samples 
 
Appendix C1 – Acai Berry  
 
 
The ad shows a fit girl and some before-and-after shots (3.2.5.). The text contains 
weasels, such as ―help‖ or ―effective‖, as well as many encouraging phrases to reinforce 
its message (3.1.6.). It also includes ―water is wet‖ statements (3.1.3.), and fast (3.2.1.) 
and natural (3.2.8.) claims. It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
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The ad contains weasels, such as ―increases‖ or ―better‖, an encouraging claim (3.1.6.), 
a ―water is wet‖ statement (3.1.3.),  and it also promises results without dieting (3.2.6.). 
It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
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Appendix C2 – Dietrine 
 
 
The ad shows an image of a girl eager to eat a doughnut. The text contains some ―water 
is wet‖ statements (3.1.3.) and promises easy results (3.2.6.). It also claims uniqueness 
(3.1.2.) and clinically proven efficacy (3.2.7.). It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
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Appendix C3 – Fastin 
  
The ad visibly claims for fast results (3.2.1.) and contains weasels, such as ―increases‖, 
―promotes‖ or ―extremely potent‖. It also claims superiority over other products 
(3.1.2.). It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
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Appendix C4 – Herbalife 
 
The ad contains weasels, such as ―help‖ or ―promote‖, and a series of ―water is wet‖ 
statements (3.1.3.). It also includes natural claims (3.2.8.) and doctor endorsement 
(3.2.7.). It does not include FDA disclaimer.  
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Appendix C5 – HCG 
 
 
 
The ad shows an image of a girl carrying a scale, while eating healthy and happily. The 
text includes a medical endorsement (3.2.7.), which is reinforced with the photograph of 
a hypothetical doctor, an encouraging phrase (3.1.6.), ―water is wet‖ statements (3.1.3.) 
and it fast claims (3.2.1.). It does not include FDA disclaimer.  
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Appendix C6 – Hydroxycut 
 
 
The ad shows an image of a sexy girl and some before-and-after shots (3.2.5.). The text 
contains many weasels, such as ―incredible‖, ―powerful‖, ―really‖ or ―extraordinary‖. It 
claims superiority and includes a doctor endorsement (3.2.7.), reinforced by a 
photograph, a rhetorical question (3.1.7.), a testimonial or success story (3.1.4.), ―water 
is wet‖ statements (3.1.3.), as well as fast (3.2.1.) and natural (3.2.8.) claims. It also 
contains disclaimers, including FDA‘s. 
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The ad shows an image of a smiling girl on the beach and before-and-after shots 
(3.2.5.). The text includes a testimonial or success story (3.1.4.) and it claims 
uniqueness (3.1.2.) and fast results (3.2.1.). It does not include FDA disclaimer, but it 
suggests sensible diet and exercise.  
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Appendix C7 – Lichi 
 
The ad shows an image of a fit girl and before-and-after shots (3.2.5.). The text contains 
weasels, such as ―super‖, ―promise‖, ―miraculous power‖, helps‖ or ―love‖. It includes a 
doctor endorsement (3.2.7.), and it claims fast results (3.2.1.). It includes FDA 
disclaimer and suggests sensible diet and exercise.  
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Appendix C8 – Li Da 
 
 
The ad shows a picture of a model. The text contains weasels, such as ―easy‖ and an 
encouraging statement (3.1.6.). It claims superiority (3.1.2.), fast results (3.2.1.) and 
natural and safe propierties (3.2.8.). It does not include FDA disclaimer.  
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Appendix C9 – Medifast 
 
 
 
The ad shows before-and-after shots (3.2.5.) of a smiling woman. The text contains 
weasels, such as ―right‖, ―simple‖ or ―satisfying‖. It also includes a testimonial (3.1.4.) 
and claims fast results (3.2.1.) , safety (3.2.8.) and medical endorsement (3.2.7.). It does 
not include FDA disclaimer, but it suggests consulting a physician and claims that 
results may vary. 
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Appendix C10 – Proactol 
A 
 
B 
 
 
The ads show (A) a woman who is holding a doughnut impishly, and (B) a smiling 
hypothetical doctor. The texts contain weasels, such as ―helps‖, ―pro-‖, as well as 
―water is wet‖ statements (3.1.3.) and rhetorical questions (3.1.7.). They also include 
safe (3.2.8.) and clinically proven claims (3.2.7.). Neither of them include FDA 
disclaimer.  
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Appendix C11 – QuickTrim 
 
 
 
The ad shows a well-known celebrity in bikini. The text contains weasels, such as 
―help‖, ―advanced‖, ―effective‖, ―achieve‖, ―results‖, ―increase‖, ―revitalize‖ or ―secret 
weapon‖. It also includes ―water is wet‖ claims (3.1.3.), compliments (3.1.6.), a success 
story (3.1.4.), fast (3.2.1.), natural (3.2.8.) and clinically proven (3.2.7.) claims. It 
includes FDA disclaimer. 
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The ad shows a celebrity in bikini. The text contains weasels, such as ―helped‖, 
―sensible‖, ―effective‖, ―more‖, ―revitalize‖ or ‖now‖. It also includes ―water is wet‖ 
claims (3.1.3.), encouraging statements (3.1.6.), a success story (3.1.4.), fast (3.2.1.) and 
natural (3.2.8.) claims. It includes FDA disclaimer. 
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Appendix C12 – Sensa 
 
 
 
The ad shows a fit body. The text contains weasels, such as ―help‖ and ―free‖. It also 
includes a rhetorical question (3.1.7.), natural (3.2.8.) and clinically proven claims 
(3.2.7.). It guarantees results (3.2.2.) without dieting or exercising (3.2.6.). It does not 
include FDA disclaimer. 
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The ad shows a smiling girl measuring her waist while pointing to the audience. The 
text contains weasels, such as ―help‖, ―enjoy‖ or ―free‖. It also includes natural (3.2.8.), 
clinically proven claims (3.2.7.), and promises results without dieting or exercising 
(3.2.6.). It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
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The ad shows a famous actress. The text contains weasels, such as ―great‖ or ―free‖. It 
also includes a success story (3.1.4.), natural claims (3.2.8.) and promises results 
without dieting (3.2.6.). It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
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The ad shows a smiling girl measuring her waist. The text guarantees results (3.2.2.) 
without dieting (3.2.6.). It does not include FDA disclaimer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 40 
 
Appendix C13 – Strive 
 
 
 
 
The ad shows a slim body and a measuring tape. The text contains weasels, such as 
―helps‖, ―oh yes‖ or ―great‖, and encouraging (3.1.6.) and ―water is wet‖ (3.1.3.) 
statements. It also claims superiority (3.1.2.). It does not include FDA disclaimer.  
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Appendix C14 – Voyager-V3 
 
 
The ad shows a slim body and a measuring tape. The text contains weasels, such as 
―secret weapon‖, ―ultimate‖ or ―revolutionary‖, and many ―water is wet‖ statements 
(3.1.1). It also claims uniqueness (3.1.2.). It includes FDA disclaimer.  
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Appendix C15 – Xenadrine 
 
 
 
 
The ad shows a smiling fit boy. The text contains weasels, such as ―help‖ or ―love‖, and 
a testimonial (3.1.4.). It does not include FDA disclaimer, but suggests sensible diet and 
exercise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 43 
 
Appendix C16 – Zantrex-3 
 
 
 
The ad contains many weasels, such as ―super‖, ―amazing‖, ―great‖, ―more‖ 
―incredible‖ or ―significant‖. It blatantly claims superiority (3.1.2.) and guarantees 
results (3.2.2.). It includes FDA disclaimer and suggests sensible diet and exercise. 
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Appendix C17 - Others 
A 
 
B 
 
 
The ads show (A) a woman who wears extra-large pants and measures her waist, and a 
perfect male torso, and (B) a joyful slim girl in bikini. The texts contain weasels, such 
as ―wonder‖, ―helps‖ or ―increases‖, as well as compliments (3.1.6.), ―water is wet‖ 
statements (3.1.3.) and fast claims (3.2.1.). They also include natural (3.2.8.) and 
clinically proven claims (3.2.7.) and promise results without diet or exercise (3.2.6.). 
One ad (A) claims atypical results, but neither of them include FDA disclaimer. 
